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Preface 
This thesis was written by a master student Political Science at the University of Leiden. It 
was actually my first intention to write a thesis on global corporations’ and policy makers 
(board of directors) moral responsibility towards labor rights violations in sweatshops. As I 
personally deeply regret these factory conditions and sometimes have my doubts about big, 
powerful international firms’ commitment towards international labor rights, it was my 
purpose to gather all political theories possible that will strengthen my position towards these 
corporations: They should be held morally responsible for the working conditions in 
sweatshops.  
 However, the more research I conducted on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
international justice, labor rights, and exploitation, the more and more I started to doubt about 
my own judgment towards corporations in this context. Therefore, I changed the scope of my 
research and came to another conclusion as I had in mind when starting with this thesis. A 
very valuable and interesting experience, as I was so convinced about my initial thoughts.  
 During this thesis I have gained lots of support, feedback, and guidance from my 
thesis supervisor, Nicholas Vrousalis. I also would like to thank my second reader, Marius de 
Geus, for his additional feedback and guidance during the past few months. 
 
Thank you, 
Tessa Bartelse 
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1. Abstract   
This thesis argues that labor standards within sweatshops are unacceptable, but that complete 
elimination of these factories will most probably not improve the living standards of its 
current employees. By taking away the choice to work there, you may take away their 
preferred choice, may it be in a constrained set of options, towards any prosperity.  
 Due to the political and economic interconnected world in which we live, individuals 
have become dependent on each other, in a national and international structure. As their 
actions influence the live of others, this also implies that they bear a certain moral 
responsibility not to harm each other. This also counts for corporations conducting business 
outside their national borders. However, I suggest that they can be held morally responsible 
for unethical practices as long as they can be linked directly to these violations. When making 
corporate policies that indirectly, without their direct influence, cause any harm it is these 
policy makers and local government that are the ones first in line to blame for these 
violations. I argue that the main moral responsibility of a firm is to protect its share value and 
not to improve labor standards. This does not mean that protecting this value can be done 
through harming others. It should go hand in hand towards corporate social business practices 
that develops and fosters a business that acts in a sustainable and ethical manner. 
 The most important and powerful source that can help to improve sweatshop 
conditions is the media, NGO’s and labor unions. Through the creation of public awareness 
and pressure, reputations management towards ethical decision making processes, and 
responsible business practices, firms and governments are ‘forced’ to comply more and more 
to these.  
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2. Introduction  
 
The past year and a half the world was confronted with the largest garment industry disasters 
on global record. First of all Garment factories in the Pakistani cities of Karachi and Lahore 
caught fire on 11 September 2012. The fires are considered to be the most deadly and worst 
industrial factory fires in Pakistan's history killing 257 people and seriously injuring more 
than 600. Secondly, At least 112 people perished in November 2012 when the Tazreen 
Factory on the outskirts of Bangladesh’ capital Dhaka burned to the ground. And, in April 
2013 everyone was shocked by the most devastating industrial disaster it has ever seen: the 
Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh, in which more than 1,100 garment workers died. 
These horrific incidents - which could have been prevented with legally-required health and 
safety measures - resulted in the deaths of 1,500 garment workers in less than a year (China 
Daily, 2012; NYtimes, 2012; Time, 2014). 
 Hundreds of millions of people, including an approximate 250 million children 
between the age of 5-14, worldwide are working up to 90 hours a week in these, so called, 
sweatshops; long hours, low pay, intimidation and exploitation happen here at a daily basis. 
Although national law and the International Labor Standards (ILO), which were signed by the 
various Multinational Corporations and claimed to comply with these, forbid the exploitative 
working conditions in sweatshops, products are still bought by international firms without 
being liable and responsible for the working conditions (Green America.org).  
 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is the term widely used by transnational 
companies in order to show their commitment to working standards, the environment and the 
communities they operate in. The global CSR programs promote “voluntary and 
unenforceable safety and labor rights commitments and often impede efforts to improve 
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national labor justice and inspections systems” (Labor Rights.org). However, the facts above 
show the latest evidence of (some) global corporations’ CSR failure (Labor Rights.org).  
The structure of global industries might foster sweatshop production. A growing 
number of transnational firms exhibit the characteristic structure of buyer-driven commodity 
chains (Appelbaum and Gereffi, 1994, 42-62). In this form of production, retailers place 
wholesale orders with manufacturers, who in turn rely on independently owned contractors 
around the world to employ the labor necessary to fill those orders. By doing so, large 
international companies separate themselves from the contractors who actually make their 
products, because they do not want to be held legally responsible for workplace violations of 
labor, health and safety laws. In a variety of sectors, retailers point out that they sell clothing 
designed by thousands of manufacturers who contract out to hundreds of thousands of 
factories; what happens in those factories is not, in their view, their responsibility. 
Manufacturers, in turn, argue that the factories they use are independent contractors, who 
alone should be held responsible for any abuses that might occur (Appelbaum, 2000).   
 Thus from a legal point of view, transnational multinational firms are not directly held 
responsible for the working conditions further in their value chain. I shall explore, however, 
to what extent international corporations could be held morally responsible and liable for the 
working conditions of these employees. Within this thesis it is argued that a corporation is a 
collections of individuals who together represent a corporate policy. A corporation is not a 
‘something’ that can act and therefore be held responsible for any harm its actions may cause. 
It is the policy makers within that company who should be held responsible when they are 
directly linked to human rights violations. 
Several international connection and liability theories will be analyzed in order to 
evaluate a corporation’s moral responsibility towards indirect employees further down a 
company’s value chain. I am claiming, however, that despite the interconnected and 
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globalized world in which we live, a company’s main moral responsibility is to guarantee its 
value and sustainable growth rate. This does not imply that it is the only moral responsibility 
it has. Without a doubt, international firms should be held morally responsible for human 
rights violations that can be directly linked to their company, also when doing business 
outside its national borders. Indirectly, however, I argue it should be local governments that 
are the first in line, together with sweatshop owners, being morally responsible for sweatshop 
conditions to exist.   
Sweatshops that indirectly can be linked to corporate businesses damages a company’s 
reputation, which can directly influence a firm’s results in a negative way. Because of dense 
and fast communication and media technologies nowadays, news about human rights 
violations within the corporate sector are world news in a split second. This negative publicity 
causes a huge business risk, which can have direct consequences on a business’ performance. 
It is not transnational or indirect moral responsibility that will affect a corporation’s policy 
towards labor standards, it is the risk of publically being linked to bad labor standards that 
gives hope to sweatshop workers in the (near) future. Because of the information technology, 
NGO’s monitoring efforts, and the development of stronger labor unions worldwide, 
corporations already have to and will be forced to conduct business in an ethical and moral 
responsible manner.  
 Before the link of moral responsibility theories towards business practices will be 
analyzed, I will start by further analyzing the phenomena of Sweatshops and Corporate Social 
Responsibility, and how these have developed over the past decade.     
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3. Sweatshops and Corporate Social Responsibility: an analysis of 
the phenomena.  
 
Sweatshop conditions and CSR programs are becoming more and more interconnected 
because of the increase in global awareness towards the working conditions of these 
employees. As I will argue, companies implement CSR policies not because they just ‘want to 
do good’, but because being linked to bad corporate practices harms their reputation, which 
influences their performance. Let me share with you how these phenomena developed over 
the past years. 
 
3.1) Sweatshops 
 
 
The term of a sweatshop has its origin between 1830 and 1850, when a certain type of 
middleman, called the sweater, directed others in garment making under arduous conditions. 
The role of the sweater was highly important as he kept workers isolated in small groups, 
which made them unsure of their work supply, and unable to unite and show their displeasure 
in relation to their working conditions. By attracting the most desperate workers, he could pay 
the absolute minimum wages. When an employer was injured or sick this person would be 
quickly replaced by others (Pugatch, 1998). 
 About 160 years later, not a lot has changed. According to OxfamNovib1 
“a sweatshop is a manufacturing facility where workers endure poor working conditions, long 
hours, low wages and other violations of labor rights. Unfortunately, places known as 
sweatshops are particularly common in developing countries where labor laws are often not 
                                                        
1 OxfamNovib is one of 17 affiliates of the Oxfam confederation, who together work with local 
partners in 94 countries. They are a world-wide development organization that mobilizes the power of 
people against poverty. 
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enforced. Other issues of concern are workers being exposed to toxic substances or using 
dangerous machinery without adequate protection”(Oxfam.org). The U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) defines a sweatshop as “an employer that violates more than 
one federal or state labor law governing minimum wage and overtime, child labor, industrial 
homework, occupational safety and health, worker’s compensation or industry regulation” 
(Pugatch, 1998).  
 It’s difficult to assess the worldwide scope of the problem as no universal definition 
exists (and because sweatshops don’t want to be uncovered). Furthermore, sweatshops are not 
concentrated in one place as companies may often shift their manufacturing to ever-cheaper 
and less-regulated locations. Products that commonly come from sweatshops are shoes, 
clothing, rugs, coffee, chocolate, toys, and bananas. Sweatshop employees are likely to be 
subjected to verbal, physical, and sexual abuse in factories from their managers and 
supervisors. They are sometimes trapped in the factory and forced to work overnight or across 
multiple shifts. Sweatshop building conditions are well known for being below a tolerable 
standard: spaces are cramped, heavy machinery poses numerous health and safety risks, low 
ventilation and inadequate air-conditioning make it stifling hot and blocked fire exits, locked 
doors and barred windows make it nearly impossible to evacuate in an emergency. Because 
women make up 85 to 90% of sweatshop workers, employers force them to take birth control 
and routine pregnancy tests to avoid supporting maternity leave or providing appropriate 
health benefits (Green America.org; Seedeen, 2013). 
 Still in the year 2014 with (almost) all world-leading companies’ engagement towards 
CSR and a huge number of NGO’s fighting against labor abuses, why does severe 
exploitation in sweatshops still occur? In a world in which the annual sales of transnational 
corporations approaches $5trillion, representing a third of the world’s productive assets, how 
can labor fight back against oppressive and exploitative conditions? Due to globalization and 
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the rising market power of a handful of corporate giants during the past two decades, the 
worldwide industry has become increasingly concentrated. The buying power of these 
corporations gives them the ability to dictate wholesale prices and dominate their 
manufacturers. This results in a constant pressure from corporate chains towards the 
manufacturer to lower its prices, which, in their turn, will search for lower labor and 
production costs. This has resulted in a shift of production (more than two-thirds) towards 
low-cost countries, mostly in Asia (Appelbaum, 2000). 
 Furthermore, in order to eliminate uncertainty and risk, and to provide companies with 
enormous flexibility and leverage, manufacturers and retailers work with flexible and non-
binding contractors, which are only hired when they are needed. If the business is doing well 
and favorable economic conditions arise, then work is provided, but during downturns 
contracts are simple not renewed. Since the business is highly competitive and the supply of 
contractors exceeds the demand, this gives manufacturers an extra powerful position. If a 
particular contractor is asking for unemployment benefits, higher wages, or other 
improvements, there are countless others to be found who will be only too happy to get their 
business without these benefits. What this means for workers is obvious: they become 
contingent labor, employed and paid only when their work is needed. Workers experience the 
flip side of the enormous flexibility enjoyed by retailers and manufacturers. When there is 
work, workers are sometimes forced to work up to 23-hour days to meet unrealistic deadlines. 
Besides, many employees are paid below the international minimum wage of $0.50; 
Bangladeshi workers are currently receiving less than half of this (Appelbaum, 2000; Yunus, 
2013). 
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Table 1. Average Hourly Apparel Worker Wages  Hourly wage in US $ 
Bangladesh $0.13  
 
China 0.44  
 
Costa Rica 2.38  
 
Dominican Republic 1.62  
 
El Salvador 1.38  
 
Haiti 0.49  
 
Honduras 
 
1.31 
Indonesia 0.34  
 
Nicaragua 0.76  
 
Vietnam 0.26  
 
Source: Globalization and the Poor, Table 7.2, p.108.  
 
As much as I disagree with all human rights being violated within sweatshops, I have to agree 
with Matt Zwolinski (2007) about the fact that, even though these labor standards are so bad, 
people still choose to work in sweatshops as it offers them more ‘prosperity’ than their current 
situation (Zwolinski, 2007, 690). The fact that they choose the conditions of their employment 
from within a constrained set of options, suggests that they view it as their most-preferred 
option (within that set). Therefore, we might harm them by taking their most-preferred option 
away to which they would engage otherwise (Zwolinski, 2007, 695).    
 Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is not to completely eliminate sweatshops, but 
rather to identify the most sustainable options to improve the working conditions and to 
analyze what actors have a special moral responsibility in this context.  
 Corporate Social Responsibility programs will have a great influence on the labor 
conditions worldwide. The next part will introduce the meaning and purpose of these 
initiatives.  
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3.2  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
 
Before a definition of the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) will be presented, 
it may be enlightening to consider a 1906 definition of the corporation by Ambrose Bierce in 
his Devil’s Dictionary: A corporation is “an ingenious device for obtaining individual profit 
without individual responsibility” (Bierce, 2008). Actually, when you think about it, one of 
the reasons individuals who engage in business “incorporate” is to create a legal corporate 
shield by which to protect themselves from personal liability for the liabilities of the 
corporation.  
 The term “sustainable development” began popping up prominently in public policy, 
and especially environmental debates, beginning with the publication in 1987 of the report 
“Our Common Future”, by the World Commission on Environment and Development (UN, 
1987). Similarly, over the last 15 years or so we have begun to hear more and more about 
what has come to be known as corporate social responsibility. As pointed out by the World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development, no well agreed-upon definition of CSR exists 
apart from a commitment by corporations to contribute to sustainable development, itself a 
remarkably ambiguous term (WBCSD, 2000, 10). Nevertheless, conferences on the subject 
abound, and each passing week seems to bring with it strong statements by environmental and 
social activists that companies must do more to adhere to the principles of CSR (Hay, Bruce, 
Stavins, Robert N, Vieter, and Richard, 2005, 107-109).   
 According to Lord Holme and Richard Watts Corporate Social Responsibility is “the 
continuing commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to economic 
development while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families as well as 
of the local community and society at large” (Holme and Watts, 2000). Research conducted 
by the Harvard Business School analyzed three perspectives why international corporations 
are committed to CSR (HBS, working paper 12-088, April 5, 2012). First of all the 
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philanthropy: Corporate philanthropy may be characterized as the “soul” of a company, 
expressing the social and environmental priorities of its founders, executive management and 
employees, exclusive of any profit or direct benefit to the company. This includes either form 
of direct funding to nonprofit and community service organizations, employee community 
service projects, or in- kind donations of products and services to nonprofits and underserved 
populations. This perspective illustrates a business’ commitment to CSR as the logic that 
since the company is an integral part of society it has an obligation to contribute to 
community needs (Smith, 1994). This theatre contributes to a company’s reputation within the 
local community as well as in the rest of the world. Reputation Management is an integral 
part of every firm’s business strategy, which is considered to be of high importance, 
especially with the strong power of social media this has become one of businesses’ top 
priorities. However, as corporate philanthropy evolves, the emphasis of the program may 
become more strategic and integrate more closely with a company’s business priorities. In 
strategic corporate philanthropy initiatives, “funding for social or environmental programs 
reflects a corporation’s philanthropic priorities as an extension of its business interests”(Porter 
and Kramer, 2002). Investments are made to local communities in which a business operates, 
this, in the end, creates stronger communities, potential employees and strong brand loyalty. 
Thus, it is not only about ‘doing good’, but a business case makes it attractive to companies to 
be involved in community programs (Rangan, Chase, and Karim, 2012). 
 Secondly, Reengineering the Value Chain can be another reason to incorporate CSR 
into the business strategy. In contrast to philanthropy, this perspective emphasizes on 
increasing business opportunities and profitability, while, at the same time, creating social and 
environmental benefits, by “improving operational effectiveness throughout the value chain 
be it upstream in the supply chain or downstream in the distribution chain” (Rangan, Chase, 
and Karim, 2012. pp.7). When employees have to work long hours and become tired, the 
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chance of making errors increases compared to well-rested employees, which eventually 
results in better products. Thus improving the working conditions includes a win-win 
situation.  
 The third theatre includes Transforming the Ecosystem, which focuses on the search for 
alternative raw materials and sustainable energy resources as the existing ones are becoming 
scarce or cause pollution.  
 As can be seen, all three perspectives to incorporate CSR into the Business Strategy 
include a Business Case: there always is a win-win situation, which, mostly, has profit 
increase as a starting point. Milton Friedman’s classic 1970 article in the New York Times, 
“The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits”, is perhaps the best known 
argument for this profit-based Social Responsibility of businesses (Friedman, 1970). 
However, as can be seen in the figure below, being a sustainable company pays off. It also 
includes a long-term vision of its corporate policies.  
Figure 1 
 Going back to my case: CSR in relation to labor standards in sweatshops. In order to 
link the background information of sweatshops and CSR, I would like to share the 
sustainability report of a corporation that was indirectly linked to the Rana Plaza factory in 
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Bagadesh that collapsed last year: H&M. H&M argues in their sustainability report that one 
should ‘be ethical’, which includes the following: “Fair play, respect and integrity are 
fundamental to our business. Being ethical also means protecting human rights and providing 
an inclusive business environment. And not only to take responsibility for our colleagues, but 
also to serve as a good example wherever we operate. Our business touches the lives of 
millions of people around the world. We believe every single one of those interactions should 
be guided by mutual respect, integrity, transparency and honesty. When it comes to making 
ethical business decisions, we are committed to respecting human rights, taking a clear stand 
against any form of corruption and embracing diversity and inclusion” (H&M, 2013). During 
the year 2013 the H&M company shared an overview of its so called ‘Conscious Actions 
Highlights’, which represents their plan for creating a better fashion future, build upon seven 
commitments and hundreds of conscious actions:  
- 50% of our board members are women. 
- We’ve adopted the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human rights. 
- We teamed up with Civil Rights Defenders to support human rights and equality. 
- We’ve started with mandatory training on Code of Ethics for all concerned employees, at the 
end of 2013, 60% had attended the training (H&M, 2013). 
         
As of today, the H&M corporation, Board of Directors, or any other employee of the 
company, are not held directly responsible and/or liable for indirect employees when labor 
standards are misused. Thus the ‘not only to take responsibility for our colleagues, but also to 
serve as a good example wherever we operate’, part of H&M’s CSR report only refers to 
firms with which they conduct direct business relations.  
 Although corporate-controlled social auditing programs were in place throughout its 
value chain in order to avoid dangerous and unethical situations from happening, this clearly 
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shows its inability to do so. This has resulted in global debates about corporations’ 
responsibility towards its employees worldwide in the mainstream media.  The credibility of 
most major corporations on worker safety and labor rights is now at a low point.  
 
The discussion that arises here includes the questions: What does responsibility of “business” 
mean? As Milton Friedman states ‘only people have responsibilities, a corporation is an 
artificial person and in this sense may have artificial responsibilities’ (Friedman, NYT 
magazine, September 13, 1970). How does a company have a relationship with a person? 
Moreover, to whom does the company owe responsibility? To the employees? The 
community? The entire country? This thesis analyses the relationship between corporations 
and their moral responsibility towards sweatshop conditions. This moral responsibility 
exceeds national boundaries as political and economic interconnections have become a global 
phenomenon.  
 
4. Justice and Corporations  
 
The subject of this thesis is transnational responsibility in relation to injustice. Because of the 
structure of the global apparel industry responsibility for sweatshop conditions are diffused. 
Large and powerful retailers in North America or Europe rarely themselves own and operate 
factories in which clothes made to their order are manufactured. Instead, there is a complex 
chain of production and distribution involving dozens or thousands of contractually distinct 
entities that bring the clothes manufactured in one place to the stores in which people buy 
them. Big chains like J.C. Penney alone contracts with over two thousand suppliers in more 
than eighty countries. Nordstrom has over fifty thousand contractors and subcontractors, and 
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Disney licenses products in over thirty thousand factories around the world (Elliot and 
Freeman, 2003, 50-54). 
 As discussed before, the working conditions and labor rights are often violated in these 
factories. In the mid 1990s in the United States and Europe, activists began campaigns 
targeted at consumers, to urge them to think about these far-away workers, not buy the 
products made under these circumstances, and put pressure on the retailers that contracted 
their manufacture to change the working conditions. Firms higher up the chain often have no 
legal responsibility for the policies and operations of the firms below with which they 
contract. The facilities where garments and other items are manufactured are typically small 
and difficult to regulate or monitor because their operations frequently shut down in one place 
and open up in another. The so called “export processing zone policies” of many developing 
countries encourage investment in such firms and generally turn a blind eye to the extent to 
which the firms comply with local labor laws (Young, 2004, 370).  
 Due to the distribution of leaflets and demonstrations at outlets of Gap, Disney, and 
Nike this caught the attention of some activists and consumers. Eventually, the actions 
succeeded in moving corporate leaders to take some actions in response, although some have 
described these as cosmetic (Young, 2004, 367). Initially however, the global companies’ 
response was to deny responsibility for the workers, saying that they did not themselves 
operate the factories in which the goods were produced (Young, 2004, 365-388). Thus these 
international firms know what is going on, but do not take their responsibility to change it and 
hide themselves behind their legal status.  
  
But what is this legal status? Every individual on planet earth has the basic labor rights as 
these appear in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and are covered by the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (UN, 1966). Labor rights 
  17 
appear in the declaration and as far as the UN is concerned, labor rights are human rights, as 
much as any other rights identified in the Universal Declaration. The UN insisted that “all 
human rights are universal, invisible and interdependent and interrelated” (UN, 1966, article 
5).  
 In Europe the importance of the labor movement became “impossible to ignore” by the 
end of World War I (Risse, 2012, 247). Its even been argued that partially due to the 
“sacrifices and active help” of the working class the war had been won. Furthermore, 
unorganized labor could be seen as a threat towards peace. Therefore, the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) was created in 1919, as part of the Treaty of Versailles that ended World 
War I, to reflect the belief that universal and lasting peace can be accomplished only if it is 
based on social justice (ILO, 1996-2014).  
 The labor movement had reacted to the unreasonable working conditions created by the 
Industrial Revolution, which was seen as the direct cause of international capitalism. 
Working conditions are influenced by the conditions on relevant markets: “if the markets are 
international, so are the problems they affect”. The worries of 19th century labor advocates 
were not only based on ‘solidarity’ but also on the desire of governments and employers who 
feared disorder. This fear was based on the assumption that prices would be undercut when 
lower labor standards were implemented (Risse, 2012, 247-248). 
 
The ILO was later incorporated into the UN, which endorsed labor rights in the Universal 
Declaration: 
 
 Article 23: 
1.   Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favorable 
conditions of work and protection against unemployment. 
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2.   Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work 
3.   Everyone who works has the right to just and favorable remuneration ensuring for 
himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if 
necessary, by other means of social protection. 
4.   Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of interests. 
 Article 24: 
  Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of 
working hours and periodic holidays with pay (Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
1948). 
 
These are rights to every single human being on planet earth. These rights have to be 
respected by others. Rawls presents a provisional list of principles that peoples could 
reasonably endorse: 
 
 Peoples are free and independent, and their freedom and independence are to be respected 
by other peoples. 
 Peoples are to observe treaties and undertakings. 
 Peoples are equal and are parties to the agreements that bind them. 
 Peoples are to observe a duty of non-intervention. 
 Peoples have the right of self-defense but no right to instigate war for reasons other than 
self-defense. 
 Peoples are to honor human rights. 
 Peoples are to observe certain specified restrictions in the conduct of war. 
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    Peoples have a duty to assist other peoples living under unfavorable conditions that prevent  
            their having a just or decent political and social regime (Rawls, 1999, 37). 
 
When taking Rawl’s list of principles into account, we can argue that sweatshops are a bad 
thing as they violate human rights. To say that these are rights is to say precisely that there is 
no valid moral argument for trading them off against profits, or policies designed to foster 
economic growth, or the earnings of the workers. Thus, certainly the owners of sweatshops 
must be blamed for the violations that occur under their command. An analysis on this direct 
responsibility will be given in section 5.1. 
 Coming back to the international corporations that indirectly buy from sweatshops and 
know that human rights are violated there, could these firms be held responsible? Legally, as 
analyzed earlier, they are not because of the complex value chain. But, can they be held 
morally responsible for the working conditions further in their value chain? 
 
Many theories have been introduced to analyze this phenomenon, which will be analyzed 
extensively in later sections. Let me first present how responsibility towards labor standards 
are generally perceived: ‐ Company A is responsible for the labor standards of firm B when they directly buy from 
them (A B) ‐ when company C is added to the value chain as an intermediate between company A 
and B ( thus, A  C  B), A is not directly responsible anymore for the working 
conditions within company B ‐ However, company A adopted the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
rights and signed the ILO documents protecting the labor standards of all it’s 
employees 
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‐ Although the employees of company B are not working directly for company A, 
company A still uses their work in order to complete their final product. Also, these 
indirect employees have the right to be protected and work under the same conditions 
as presented in the ILO standards. ‐ Thus, the main question here: does company A has the moral responsibility to also 
protect the working conditions of the indirect employees in company B as they are 
using their work into the final product? 
 
Before one can assign responsibility, we have to analyze to whom responsibility should be 
assigned. Is it corporations that we should held responsible, or is it individuals responsible for 
a corporations policy and practices who should be held accountable for these violations? 
 
5. Corporations and Moral Responsibility  
 
When thinking about ‘a corporation’ or talking about ‘the responsibility of the corporation’ 
what are we referring to? Can we blame a corporation of its actions, or is it the collection of 
individuals forming the corporation that we should hold responsible? And to what extent can 
we hold corporations and/or individuals responsible for actions that influence individuals 
somewhere else in this world? According to this thesis a corporation is not a distinct entity 
having its own intentions, personality, rights, and liabilities. A corporation can rather be seen 
as an “aggregate of individuals who voluntarily get together for the purposes of convenience, 
efficiency, and limited liability to conduct a business” (Werhane, 1985). 
  The term "corporation" is merely a mental and legal construct or convention used to 
describe the particular contractual relationship represented by its employees. A corporation is 
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in fact an association of individuals who are entitled to the same rights and legal protections, 
which apply to all other individuals and organizations. Therefore, the actions and decisions of 
individuals within a corporation and through its board of directors cause corporate “action”. 
Through collective actions and mainly by decisions made by the board of directors a 
corporation can change its direction, scope, size of an organization, or even shut it down. But 
a corporation itself does not act at all because it is not a “something that can act”. Everything 
that occurs in and through the corporation is a result of individual decision-making, individual 
actions and/or errors.  
 Many organizations wish to argue that decisions made by individuals are attributed to 
the company and are therefore “impersonal”. By arguing this they wish to make an important 
distinction between corporate and individual responsibility (Werhane, 1985).  
 Within this thesis I will argue that if a corporation is a collection of individuals, which it 
is, then when the company “acts”, moral responsibility needs to be traced back to the 
individual or individuals that can be held directly responsible for these acts.  
 In his article, “The Corporation as a Moral Person”, Peter French (1979) argues that 
corporations are “members of the moral community” (French, 1979, 16). French argues that a 
corporation is a full-fledged moral person, a moral agent, and therefore morally responsible 
for its actions, practices, and the consequences of those actions and practices.  
 However, as stated above, corporations as such cannot act, it is the employees, or rather 
the Board of Directors including the CEO, of a particular company that are the ones making 
decisions that generate the company’s business practices. Moral responsibility thus has to be 
attributed both to individuals who create and carry out corporate policies and practices and to 
the policies and practices themselves responsible for mismanagement. This is because the 
latter are the source of individual actions on behalf of a corporation. Because the nature of 
collective action precludes that these policies and practices can always be traceable to those 
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individuals who developed them, and because unless one holds liable corporate policies and 
practices as well as individuals, these practices and policies will continue despite punishment 
of individuals (Werhane, 1989, 821-822). 
 According to French moral membership within a community minimally requires the 
capacity to “appreciate moral reasons as relevant to one’s act choices, the ability to react to 
those reasons appropriately, and thereby acknowledge ownership of one’s actions, and the 
capacity to participate in moral dialogue and address” (French, 1995). Furthermore, it has 
been argued that the reactive attitudes are misapplied when corporations and collectives are 
their subjects; only humans are appropriate subjects (De Luigi, 2013).  
 When we look back at BP’s Deepwater Horizon disaster April 20, 2010, when 13 
people died, 17 wounded, and 16 million liters of oil a day leaked into the ocean, three 
months later the CEO of BP, Tony Hayward, had to leave the company as he was the one 
finally responsible for BP’s actions and thus the failing security policy that failed during the 
oil disaster. It is the CEO of the oil company, an individual, who bares responsibility for this 
failure (Reuters, 2011). Even though he was not directly responsible (he was not the person 
making the fatal mistake that caused this disaster), he was the one bearing the final 
responsibility for the corporation as such. Also, when the financial results of a company are 
not well received by its shareholders, the CEO mostly, will be held responsible for this, 
although he/she could not directly influence the results. The past has shown that in the end, it 
is individuals who are held responsible for actions caused by employees of a corporation, and 
not a company as such, as it is not a ‘something’ that could bear responsibility. The Board of 
Directors, including the CEO of a firm, are the ones making the policies, they sign them, and 
bear the responsibility.  
 This thesis is about human rights violations within sweatshops operating in the garment 
industry. As mentioned in the introduction, large corporations indirectly, via numerous of 
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intermediaries, buy from sweatshops. Most probably the CEO of these large corporations do 
not know where all components of their cloths were produced. However, they do know that 
within the garment industry numerous sweatshops with bad working standards are operating, 
and that there is a fair chance that these are situated within their value chain as well (Firoz and 
Ammaturo, 2002). By signing and complying to the ILO standards as a corporation and by 
making their direct suppliers sign their business principles, the company is legally ‘safe’ 
towards human rights violations further down in the value chain. However, many theorists 
have claimed that the corporate policy makers can also be held morally responsible for 
indirect human rights violations. I am aware of the fact that sweatshop conditions are the 
result of constant pressure, especially by the big corporate chains, to reduce labor costs, which 
results in a cheaper end product. As mentioned in the introduction, a company’s profit is 
taken out at each level of the supply chain, leaving labor costs to a tiny fraction of the retail 
price. Because of their considerable control over the commodity chain, which empowers them 
to set the retail and wholesale prices, ultimately they might influence factory wages.  
 Everyone has rights, also corporations, represented by the board of directors, argue that 
they have rights, in particular the rights to autonomy and economic freedom. Although they 
may be demanding only legal rights to autonomy, legal rights, must have a moral basis if they 
are to be justified claims (Werhane, 1985). So if policy makers claim legal rights to freedom 
and autonomy, they must claim these are moral rights as well. If corporate directors have 
moral rights within their company, then they have the obligations connected with such rights, 
and they can be held accountable, morally accountable. If a corporation does not recognize 
the moral rights of its employees, in particular the right to freedom, it negates the universality 
and equality of these as moral rights and brings into question its own moral right to exercise 
freedom. Corporations claim freedoms, such as the freedom to advertise and the freedom to 
speak out when the government unnecessarily interferes. Forbidding employees to exercise 
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their freedoms is inconsistent since it is upon the basis of these freedoms that a corporation 
can argue for the exercise of its own freedoms. Rights are universal, that is, everyone 
everywhere possesses them and possesses them equally. Any action of individuals that result 
in a corporate policy that prevents the equal exercise of moral rights directly challenges the 
universality of these rights. These individuals are accountable when their business actions 
interfere with, or prevent the exercise of, basic moral rights (Werhane, 1985). 
 
In his book “Ethics in the global market”, Thomas Donaldson attempts to identify ten rights 
that both multinational and domestic corporations are bound to respect: 
 
Figure 2 
 
This list entails specific duties for corporations, which are supervised by its board of directors. 
Their duties, in the last six of these rights, include not only refraining from direct deprivation 
but sometimes also helping to protect from deprivation (Donaldson, 1992). For example, the 
right to a minimal education implies that children cannot be hired for full-time, ongoing labor; 
multinationals would violate the right directly by using any hiring policy that had those 
consequences. Furthermore if we would refer to sweatshop conditions, we can argue that in 
many of these rights number one, three, five, six, seven, and ten are violated. Employees are 
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locked down in rooms (1), are beaten (3), especially woman are facing discrimination (5), 
woman are sometimes victims of sexual abuse (6), there is no freedom of speech or 
association, labor unions are forbidden (7), and when paying below the minimum legal wage 
building up a prosperous life is getting very difficult (10). 
 International corporations operating in the garment industry know that sweatshops 
might exist within their value chain. Because they are so powerful, the multinationals possess 
formidable moral responsibilities when directly linked to these firms. These are not simply 
responsibilities to bend obediently to regulation. Unfortunately the international regulation of 
business is inherently feeble, therefore the moral responsibility policy makers have to assure 
their corporation is acting in a ethical manner, is of vital importance. 
 The philosopher Kenneth Goodpaster claims that corporations operate somewhat like 
organisms. Corporations, like other organisms, interact with society through various feedback 
mechanisms. Just as the environment and societal expectations trigger certain kinds of 
responses in other organisms, so too, corporations often act or react according to the kinds of 
feedback they receive from society (Goodpaster, 1982). Therefore, I argue that policy makers 
within the international business environment bear moral responsibility towards violations 
caused directly by their policies and/or employees.  
 
In the next part I will introduce these direct responsibility theories. 
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5.1) Direct Responsibility 
 
When considering the working conditions in sweatshops one can argue that the owners and 
managers of the factories clearly have a primary responsibility for the treatment workers 
receive, the hours they are required to work, their wages and benefits, and the safety of the 
work environment. The owners are the ones, who make specific cost minimization decisions, 
which results in sweatshop conditions. Their decisions and actions are the immediate and 
repeated cause of factory conditions; the owners and managers of these factories are certainly 
the prime candidate for blame if these conditions violate minimal standards of decency and 
human rights. Furthermore, they make the rules that prohibit bathroom breaks or days off, 
they lock the doors and verbally abuse the workers, and they or those they hire threaten 
workers who try to organize unions, which are strictly forbidden.  
 On their side, the sweatshop owners may claim that they have little choice about the 
wages they pay, and cannot afford to give workers time off or to invest in a better and safer 
working environment. They operate in a highly competitive environment, they say, where 
other operators constantly try to undercut them. Apparel dealers who sell to American and 
European wholesalers are looking for the best deal, and they will take their business 
elsewhere if these employers raise their prices. They argue that they can stay in business only 
by selling goods at or below the prices of worldwide competitors, which they can do only by 
keeping labor costs and other production costs to a minimum (Hayashi, 1992). However, still, 
no employer can legitimately excuse making people work sixteen-hour days, refusing them 
bathroom breaks, or beating them, as necessary for keeping the costs of production 
competitive. Nevertheless, there is a good measure of truth to the claim that these employers 
themselves operate under considerable constraints (Harberger, 1971). Many of these factories 
do operate on the edge of solvency, in a highly competitive environment. Under such 
circumstances of ‘anarchistic competition’, labor rights advocates might turn to the states in 
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whose jurisdictions the factories operate (Young, 2004).  
 Nevertheless, in order to stimulate the economy local governments promote a 
“favorable” investment climate for international corporations, which includes low taxes and 
minimal regulation (Morisset and Pirnia, 2000). By following the advise of international 
economic experts, ‘special export processing zones’ were constituted, which exempt these 
factories from taxation and forms of regulation that apply throughout the rest of the country 
(Johansson and Nilsson, 1997). Reasons given by governments include their desperate need in 
investments and jobs, that to get them they must compete with other poor states, and to avoid 
or pay down balance-of-trade deficits, they need companies that produce for export (Bertucci 
and Alberti). 
 A typical justification for state-enforced labor standards appeals to the need to maintain 
a level playing field among competitors. However, the state is the proper agent to guarantee 
proper working conditions in accordance with human rights through regulation. In this way 
those employers who wish to be decent to workers need not fear being undersold by more 
unscrupulous employers. Certainly the states in which sweatshops operate must be blamed for 
allowing them to exist. Many of these state agencies are passive and corrupt, and even some 
of their officials directly profit from the system that exploits their poor compatriots (Pogge, 
2003). 
 As much as I can understand the need to develop, trading human rights violations off 
against profit is just wrong.  
 To assign responsibility to the ones violating the rights of the employees, the most 
common model applied derives from legal reasoning to find guilt or fault for a harm. Under 
the fault model, one assigns responsibility to particular agents whose actions can be shown as 
causally connected to the circumstances for which responsibility is sought. This agent can be 
an individual, but also a collective entity, such as a corporation. However, only when it is an 
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entity that can be treated as a single agent, it can be prosecuted for the purposes of assigning 
responsibility (French, 1984). The actions found causally connected to the circumstances are 
shown to be voluntary. If a candidate for responsibility can successfully show that their causal 
relation to the circumstances was not voluntary, that they were forced or otherwise did not 
demonstrate free choice, then their responsibility is usually mitigated if not dissolved (Young, 
2004). When these conditions do exist, however, it is appropriate to blame the agents for the 
harmful circumstances.  
 A recent example of an international corporation directly linked to human rights 
violations is Daewoo. Daewoo (formerly, Daewoo Corporation) has been engaged in the 
Uzbekistan local textile business since 1996 and is currently involved in the operation of three 
Uzbekistan textile companies. It owns 100% stakes in two of the textile companies (Daewoo 
Textile Buhkara LLC and Daewoo Textile Fergana LLC; collectively, “Daewoo Textiles”) 
and has a 35% stake in Global Komsco Daewoo (Daewoo, 2013). The company decided to 
continue doing business in Uzbekistan even after publicly acknowledging that the Uzbek 
government uses forced labor to produce the cotton it buys and processes (Daewoo, 2013). In 
Uzbekistan every year over a million children and adults are forced into the cotton fields by 
their government to meet daily picking quotas during the harvest season. It is argued that 
during the last cotton harvest, eleven citizens forced to pick cotton lost their lives, including a 
63-year-old farmer who died of a heart attack after being beaten by an official of the 
Department of Internal Affairs (Cotton Campaign, 2013). Daewoo continues to do direct 
business with the government of Uzbekistan, undermining the commitments undertaken by 
well-known retailers. In return, Daewoo benefits from a discounted price for Uzbek cotton 
and tax incentives from the Uzbek government (Daewoo, 2013). 
 This company, or actually its policy makers, the CEO, and Board of Directors should be 
held directly and personally responsible for being directly involved in human rights 
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violations. Although doing business in another state, with other jurisdiction and under 
governmental supervision, this is morally unacceptable.  
 Luckily, well over one hundred apparel companies from all over the world have taken a 
stand and pledged not to buy Uzbek cotton, to push the Uzbek government to end its slave 
labor system. Because of the dense media and communication technology nowadays, things 
like these are published very soon after they’ve been discovered. This strongly influences the 
image of the company in a negative way and brings certain business risks into the corporation. 
Brand image, social media, and human rights reports by NGO’s have been a very powerful 
tool during the past decade to push corporations towards a more moral responsible and ethical 
way of conducting business.  
 
5.2 Transnational Justice and indirect Responsibility 
 
As mentioned earlier, most of the sweatshops are located in developing countries where 
communities live in poverty and where the legal system is weak. When doing business with 
these firms in other countries, what is a company’s responsibility towards these foreign 
employees? How does transnational moral responsibility look like? 
 
Until recently quite a number of philosophical approaches to justice and responsibility 
assumed that obligations of justice hold only between those living under a common 
constitution within a single political community (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
2013). In today’s globalized world of interdependent markets, rapid and dense 
communication technologies, and social connectedness the scope of the actors we implicitly 
assume in many of our actions is often global. The social relations that connect individuals are 
no longer restricted to nation–state borders. Our actions are conditioned by and contribute to 
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institutions that affect distant others, and their actions contribute to the operation of 
institutions that affect us (Young, 2006). Therefore, many philosophers argue that people who 
live in relatively affluent countries bear a certain moral responsibility towards people in less 
developed countries. This is because the transnational system in which we act has systemic 
consequences for the relative privileged people and disadvantage communities in other, less 
developed, parts of the world2.  
 The global economic and political interdependence nowadays clearly shows the 
existence of a global scheme of social cooperation, therefore, I argue that national borders 
should not be viewed as having fundamental moral significance. “Boundaries are not 
coextensive with the scope of social cooperation, they do not mark the limits of social 
obligation” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2013). Moreover, members of a society do 
not only have moral obligations towards each other, but also to outsiders. There are some 
moral obligations that human beings have to one another as human; “these are cosmopolitan 
obligations or obligations to respect human rights” (Young, 2006).  
 Not everyone agrees with this argument, John Rawls for example, assumes that the 
scope of those who have obligations of justice to one another extends only among members of 
a single political community (Rawls, 1971). Charles Beitz, who states that due to ongoing 
economic and political integration processes, humans worldwide are more and more 
interconnected to each other, challenges this argument. He argues that as a result of the global 
economic and political structure, relationships between people in diverse regions of the world 
are often unequal in power and material resources. Therefore, there exists an international 
society, even though a comprehensive political constitution to regulate it is absent (Beitz, 
                                                        2 For example, see: Pogge, T. “severe poverty as human rights violation”, UNESCO poverty project, 
ethical and human rights dimensions of poverty: towards a new paradigm in the fight against poverty, 
All Souls College, Oxford, UK, March 2003; O’Neill, O. “Towards Justice and Virtue” Cambridge 
University Press, 1996; Beitz, C. “Political Theory and International Relations”, Princeton University 
Press, 1979 
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1979). The world’s political and economic balance has changed tremendously during the last 
decade. I agree with Beitz that because of the dense global social and economic relationships 
the world’s nations face nowadays, Rawl’s principles of justice and veil of ignorance theory 
must extend to all matters of national citizenship, and therefore apply globally (Beitz, 1979, 
pp. 151).  
 
Onora O’Neill and Thomas Pogge argue that the scope of an agent’s moral obligation extends 
to all those involved in conducting his or her activity (O’Neill , 1996; Pogge, 2008). We 
depend upon actions of others, they carry out tasks that contribute to the end product, and 
therefore their actions affect the institutional outcomes. O’Neill argues that because of our 
dependence on them, we have made practical moral commitments to them by virtue of our 
actions. She states that individuals are connected to each other through the actions, processes 
and institutions that commonly contribute to the end product. Thus also as a consumer, whose 
particular influence within the value chain cannot be assessed because of the complex process 
in which some people are made particularly vulnerable to deprivation or domination, one has 
a relation of responsibility to the process itself (O’Neill, 1996). 
 Thomas Pogge, particularly claims that persons who live in more affluent industrial 
parts of the world act within a common institutional scheme with persons who live in less 
developed parts of the world (Pogge, 2008). Their opportunities in life crucially depend on 
our consumption choices. As we have seen recently, during economic downturns many 
consumers in industrialized parts of the world are asking and searching for cheaper goods. 
This directly influences labor costs further down the value chain, thus also working standards. 
Young argues that this does not mean that we should hold ourselves responsible for the 
remoter effects of our economic decisions. “But we must be concerned with how the rules 
structuring international interactions foreseeable affect the incidence of these working 
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standards”(Young, 2004, 373). 
 Due to the strongly globalized markets established especially during the last decade, and 
the fixed and complex structure in which sweatshops operate, there is a need for another sort 
of responsibility than the fault model discussed in part 5.1. The value chain is too complex to 
assign responsibility to a particular individual, the value chain exceeds national boundaries, 
and, sweatshops are facing a so-called ‘structural injustice’.   
 “Structural injustice exists when social processes put large categories of persons under a 
systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their 
capacities, at the same time as these processes enable others to dominate or have a wide range 
of opportunities for developing and exercising their capacities” (Young, 2006, 114). This 
definition is clearly applicable to sweatshops. It includes an internationally recognized value 
chain that consists of individuals pursuing their goals and interests given by the institutions 
they represent. The rules and norms that function as the foundation of this production chain 
are generally accepted. It is generally known and accepted that the garment industry consists 
of a complex chain in which individuals are affecting each other’s actions that combined 
result in one common goals: the final product. All individuals participating in these schemes 
of cooperation bear a certain responsibility for each other as they are all part of the process 
that causes the labor environment. However, like Young claims, employees are not 
responsible in the sense of having directed the process or intended its outcomes. This also 
counts for executive policy makers within global businesses. Yes, they might know that 
cutting costs in the production process might influence working conditions elsewhere in the 
value chain. But they are not directly responsible, legally nor morally, for the way this is 
performed by their indirect suppliers. As stated earlier, firms have a direct moral 
responsibility towards their direct employees and suppliers. By signing and complying with 
the ILO standards they are ought to guarantee human and thus working rights and standards 
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concerning these direct workers. Further down the value chain it is those firms, sweatshops 
owners, but most importantly, local governments who should prevent human rights violations 
from happening. 
 Many theorists have, via international connection and social structure models, argued 
that business, and thus policy makers, are responsible for sweatshop conditions as they are a 
part of the process that trigger these exploitative circumstances3. To make the judgment that 
poor working conditions are unjust implies that somebody bears responsibility for these 
working conditions and for their improvement. Sweatshops, as argued above, are facing 
structural injustice as the workers are not just simply victims of mean bosses (which could 
also be true), but the whole structure and constant cost reductions the garment industry is 
facing fosters these bad labor conditions. 
 Iris Marion Young introduced the “social connection model” of responsibility, which 
says that “all agents who contribute by their actions to the structural processes that produce 
injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy these injustices” (Young, 2006, 114). She 
claims that due to the world’s interdependence nowadays, structural injustice involve people 
around the globe. Therefore this connection model is by no means limited to process within 
single nation-states. According to Young, multinational corporations carry a very powerful 
and influential position within the value chain that produce the outcomes. Since they are in 
the possession of enough energy and resources to respond to structural injustice that occur 
within a social connection system, they should focus on those where they have a greater 
capacity to influence structural processes (Young, 2006, 126-127). Although this might 
reduce a companies’ profit, Young claims that companies should change those proportions. 
She states that generally “executives at major multinational retailers typically devote more                                                         
3 For example: Young, I.M. “Responsibility and Global Justice: A Social Connection Model”, Social 
Philosophy and Policy, Vol. 23, Issue 01, January 2006, pp 102-130; Pogge, T. “World Poverty and 
Human Rights”, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1st edition, 2008; O’Neill, O. “Towards Justice and Virtue” 
Cambridge University Press, 1996 
  34 
attention and money to advertising campaigns to promote the image of the company than to 
ensuring that the pay and working conditions of the workers who make the clothes they sell 
are decent” (Young, 2006, 127). 
 I sincerely agree with most of the theories analyzed above. I reckon that social 
connection and responsibility models should extend nation state borders and that, whenever a 
corporation can be linked directly to human rights violations, they should be held one hundred 
per cent responsible and liable for this. However, I do not completely agree with the extent 
that international companies are morally responsible for sweatshop conditions as claimed by 
many philosophers.  
 First of all, how harsh this may sound, I agree with Milton Friedman’s statement that 
the first moral responsibility corporations have is to increase profit. Let me be really clear that 
this does not mean that this is the only responsibility they have. Due to the interconnected 
world in which we live and operate corporations have become dependent upon foreign 
employees. Since they affect the end product of a corporation, businesses have a certain moral 
responsibility towards them, as they are interconnected. This moral responsibility exceeds 
national boundaries, but must be linked directly to the transnational firm (like the Daewoo 
example). When global companies decide to cut production costs, they might indirectly 
influence workers conditions further down the value chain, but that does not mean that they 
can be held morally responsible for the way this conducted by these other companies. Signing 
and complying with the UN and ILO standards can only hold a corporation responsible if 
there is a direct link between them and human rights violation.  
 Secondly, I would like to reply to the last quote I mentioned above from Young, who 
said that “executives at major multinational retailers typically devote more attention and 
money to advertising campaigns to promote the image of the company than to ensuring that 
the pay and working conditions of the workers who make the clothes they sell are decent”. As 
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stated in chapter 3.2 public disclosure of a company’s connection with poor working 
conditions is not good for business, and public reporting of a company’s support for change is 
proved to be good for its stock price. Therefore, the opportunities for both employers and 
employees will derive from CSR projects, which (almost) always have a business case as 
foundation of the project. The CEO of a corporation and its board of directors were not 
assigned to these positions with the aim of improving labor standards worldwide. They were 
assigned by the shareholders to secure the company’s value by implementing growth 
strategies, by improving profit margins, while adhering to international rules, principles, and 
standards. 
6. Future Perspective   
 
When conceptualizing responsibility in relation to structural injustice, we are confronted with 
an ongoing set of processes that is likely to continue producing harms unless there are 
interventions in it. The injustice produced through structures has not reached a terminus, but 
rather is ongoing. The point is not primarily to blame, punish, or seek redress from those who 
did it, but rather to enjoin those who participate by their actions in the process of collective 
action to change it (Jonas, 1984). 
 This is why I would like to emphasize the importance and decisive role the media, 
NGO’s, and labor unions have in relation to the working conditions within sweatshops. As I 
argued within this thesis, sweatshop owners and local governments are the first in line that 
should be held responsible for human rights violations within sweatshops. Their actions 
causally contribute most directly to the workers’ situation, and they should be blamed for it. I 
have also argued, however, that workers, owners and even the nation–states that have direct 
jurisdiction over them are embedded in transnational economic structures which connect 
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individuals and institutions in faraway corporate boardrooms and retail outlets to them. 
 However, when looking at the complex and diffused value chain in which sweatshops 
operate it is often impossible to trace the causal relationship of the actions of particular 
individuals or organizations to structural outcomes. Scheffler (2001) has identified a key 
problem in contemporary moral theory and practice. He claims that it is difficult to assign 
responsibility towards individuals as long as the whole structure that influences these 
outcomes involve millions of people and large scale social structures. “When these structures 
are transnational, as many of them are, the difficulty is compounded by a relative lack of 
regulatory institutions through which these millions might engage in collective action” 
(Scheffler, 2001, 39). 
 There is no point in seeking to exact compensation or redress from only and all those 
who have contributed to the outcome, and in proportion to their contributions. Moreover, 
because of the thousands of contractors within the industry, large corporate chains cannot be 
held legally responsible for harms further down the value chain. Morally, a business’ main 
responsibility is to warrant a company’s future perspective and value. However, when being 
linked directly with human rights violations they are morally responsible. Most of the 
company’s signed the UN and ILO principles, which makes them liable when violating them. 
Although the policy makers and/or CEO of a company would like to exchange a part of the 
profit increase or dividends paid to its shareholders with the aim of improving labor 
standards, they will always need their approval to do so, as, again, it is not their main moral 
responsibility. 
 The best opportunity for labor conditions to improve in through global awareness which 
forces international corporations to conduct business through ethical codes of conduct. This 
awareness has increased tremendously during the past decade. Appendix number one shows 
the increase of newspaper articles reporting on sweatshops and child labor from 1990-1999. 
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In 2010 the Aalborg Commitments Secretariat and the international local government 
association ICLEI conducted a survey evaluating how corporate commitments have supported 
local governments in their progress towards sustainable development. The survey showed that 
the overwhelming majority of local governments – in fact more than two-thirds – had 
managed to increase the involvement of stakeholders and citizens in planning and projects on 
sustainable development, while at the same time experiencing greater awareness on 
sustainability issues among stakeholders and local citizens (see appendix two). The responses 
of many local governments indicate that it is this political commitment, combined with the 
greater involvement of stakeholders and citizens that has had the greatest significance in 
terms of their improved results (source: climateactionprogram.org). 
 A bad reputation as a corporations, involves a huge business risk, which can directly 
influence its performance, sales figures, and thus turnover and profit. As presented in the 
introduction, it is proven that the share price of ‘sustainable oriented companies’ is worth 
more than those of sustainability laggards (page 13). This triggers firms to act in a morally 
responsible way, because refusing to do so will cause more harm to the company eventually.  
 Structural conditions provide incentives for setting up and buying from manufacturing 
operations that violate worker rights. Blaming and punishing a few factory owners, while 
often appropriate, does not remedy the general problem so long as that incentive structure is 
in place and sanction is not routine. These economic structures constrain the options of 
owners and managers in the less developed countries, and implicate many others in the world 
in the processes that produce those constraints. It is the local governments that should be 
blamed for sweatshops conditions to exist in the first place. By local governments’ 
commitment towards human and labor rights, by strengthening labor unions worldwide 
(which includes the right to unite), by continuing with monitoring efforts by NGO’s and 
corporations, and by sharing all violations that occur through the (social) media, this, 
  38 
together, will represent the best package to tackle the challenge of sweatshop conditions. 
7. Conclusion  
 
In the end, I think that the human rights violations within sweatshops worldwide are 
unacceptable and we should do everything in our capacity to improve these conditions. 
However, I do not argue that we should eliminate sweatshops and therefore remove the choice 
of individuals to work there. As Matt Zwolinski argues, within their constrained set of 
options, people still choose to work in sweatshops under these conditions because it is their 
most-preferred option (Zwolinski, 2007). Although we may question if these people really 
have a choice. Having the choice between no food at all, stealing, or working within a 
sweatshop, can we really see this as ‘having an option’? Still, I think that this suggests that we 
need to improve the working conditions and not eliminate sweatshops as such, as I think, the 
benefits still slightly overrule the negative aspects of working under these conditions.  
 When I argue ‘we should do everything in our capacity to improve these conditions’, I 
am referring to all one can do within its own limits. Many theorists have introduced social 
connection models and international responsibility schemes, with which they assign 
responsibility to corporations. I suggest that corporations are a collection of individuals who 
develop, implement, and exercise a company’s policy, which influence employees working 
direct and indirect (further down the value chain) for the firm. Corporate Policies that directly 
can be linked to human rights violation, whether national or international, should be analyzed, 
criticized, changed, and the person(s) who conducted this policy should be held morally 
responsible for its effects. However, corporate policies that indirectly influence working 
conditions further down the value chain, can definitely be criticized, but I argue that policy 
makers are not directly morally responsible for the way individuals react to this policy 
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change.  
 When the Board of Directors of a global firm decide to cut costs throughout the whole 
value chain, it is not their moral responsibility if indirect suppliers decide to cut their costs on 
labor conditions. Of course, when these directors know what happens, they should try to 
improve these conditions by, for example, creating human rights awareness by these suppliers 
and local governments, or search for another supplier who does commit to labor rights. I am 
not suggesting that transnational firms do not have any moral responsibility for indirect 
working standards, but I am arguing that it is not their main moral responsibility. That is, like 
Milton Friedman states, securing a corporations value, growth strategy, and thus turnover and 
profit margin. Companies, led by its Board of Directors, were not put in place to improve 
working conditions worldwide. Their main task is to protect and increase shareholder value. It 
is this value on which the directors’ performance primarily is judged. However, this does not 
imply that ‘everything’ can be done in order to protect its value. Companies’ growth 
strategies should go hand in hand with ethical decision-making processes towards the 
environment in which they operate, including all individuals working to conduct this policy.  
 When unethical business practices are conducted within sweatshops on which corporate 
chains do not have direct moral responsibility, it is the sweatshop holders and the local 
government that should be held responsible for these violations. These are the first in line to 
secure the rights of these workers.  
 Luckily, because of the growing awareness towards sustainable developments and 
business practices, businesses and governments start to feel more and more responsible 
towards this phenomenon. They do not start to feel more morally responsible by themselves, 
but not committing to universal ethical and moral standards will harm a companies’ or 
government reputation. Reputation is considered to be one of the most valuable assets, which 
should be fostered. Failing to do so can cause a huge business risk that will cost the company 
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lots of money, causes a bad reputation, or may even cause bankruptcy.  
 (Social) Media, journalists, NGO’s, and labor unions play a crucial role in sharing 
business practices and creating public awareness about its failures towards ethical decision-
making. It is proved that a corporation’s share value is worth more when it is committed to 
sustainable developments compared to firms that are not. It is this awareness, this increase in 
value, reputation management, and the public pressure towards companies that will serve as a 
foundation towards ethical business practices and improved labor standards. 
 
 
8. Bibliography  
 
Appelbaum, Richard P., UCSB, “Fighting Sweatshops: Problems of Enforcing Global Labor 
Standards”, Institute for Social, Behavioral, and Economic Research, UC Santa Barbara, 8-
16-2000 
 
Appelbaum R.P. and Gereffi, G. “Power and Profits in the Apparel Commodity  
Chain,” pp.42-62 in Edna Bonacich, Lucie Cheng, Norma Chinchilla, Norma Hamilton, and  
Paul Ong (eds.), Global Production: The Apparel Industry in the Pacific Rim (Philadelphia,  
PA: Temple University Press, 1994) 
 
Beitz, C. “Political Theory and International Relations”, Princeton University Press, 1979 
 
De Luigi, R. “Violated rights and guarantees of participation: voices of citizens and 
community perspectives”, July 25, 2013. 
 
Donaldson, T. “Can multinationals stage a universal morality play?”, Business and Society 
Review, March 1, 1992 
 
Elliott, K. and Freeman, R. “Can labor standards improve under globalization?”, Peterson 
Institute Press: All Books, 2003 
Firoz, N. and Ammaturo, C. “Sweatshop Labor Practices: The Bottom Line to Bring Change 
to the New Millennium Case of the Apparel Industry”, Humanomics, Vol. 18 Iss: 1, 2002,  
pp.29 – 45 
 
French, P. “The Corporation as a Moral Person.” American Philosophical Quarterly, 1979, 
16: 207-15. 
 
French, P. “Collective and Corporate Responsibility”, New York: Columbia University  
Press, 1984. 
  41 
 
French, P. “Corporate affectivity and membership in the moral community” Presentation at 
the Lincoln Chair in Ethics, Arizona State University, 1995 
 
Friedman, M. “The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits”, The New 
York Times Magazine, September 13, 1970. 
Goodpaster, K. "Morality and Organizations”, Ethical Issues in Business, 2nd ed., Thomas 
Donaldson and Patricia H. Werhane, eds. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice- Hall, Inc., 1982), 
pp. 137- 44 
Harberger, A. C, “On Measuring the Social Opportunity Cost of Labor”, International Labor 
review, June 1, 1971 
Hay, Bruce L.; Stavins, Robert N.; Vieter, Richard H.K. Environmental protection and the 
Social Responsibility of firms. Perspectives from law, economics, and business. RFF Press 
Book, 2005. P.107-109. 
 
Hayashi, D. “Preventing Human Rights Abuses in the U.S. Garment Industry: A Proposed 
Amendment to the Fair Labor Standards Act”, Yale journal of International Law Vol 17:195, 
1992 
 
Holme, L. and Watts, R. "Making Good Business Sense", The World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development, 1st January 2000. 
 
Johansson, H. and Nilsson L. “Export Processing Zones as Catalysts”, World Development 
Vol. 25, issue 12, Dec. 1997, pp. 2115-2128 
 
Jonas, H. The Imperative of Responsibility (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1984), pp. 
90-120. 
 
Mandle, J.R, “Globalization and the poor”, Cambridge University Press, 2003 
 
Morisset, J. and Pirnia, N. “How Tax Policy and incentives affect Foreign Direct Investment”, 
The World Bank and International Finance Corporation Foreign Investment Advisory 
Service, Dec. 2000, Policy Research Working Paper 2509 
 
O’Neill, O. “Towards Justice and Virtue” Cambridge University Press, 1996 
 
Pogge, T. “Severe Poverty as a Human Rights Violation”, UNESCO poverty project: “ethical 
and human rights dimension of poverty: towards a paradigm in the fight against poverty”, 
Philosophy seminar, Oxford, March 2003 
 
Pogge, T. “World Poverty and Human Rights”, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1st edition, 2008 
 
 
Porter, M. and Kramer, M. “The Competitive Advantage of Corporate Philanthropy,” 
Harvard Business Review, December 2002 
 
  42 
Rangan, K. Chase, L. and Karim, S.“Why every Company needs a CSR Strategy and how to 
build it”, Harvard Business School Working Paper 12-088, April 5, 2012. 
 
Rawls, J. “Political Liberalism”, New York: Columbia University Press, 1999a 
 
Rawls, J. “A theory of justice”, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1971-1999 
 
Risse, M. “On Global Justice”, Princeton University Press, Sept. 2012 
 
 
Scheffler, S.  “Individual responsibility in a global age,” Boundaries and Allegiances: 
Problems of Responsibility and Justice in Liberal Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001) 
 
Smith, C “The New Corporate Philanthropy” Harvard Business Review, May-June 1994. 
 
Werhane, P. “Persons, Rights and Corporations”, Prentice-Hall, Inc. Englewood Cliffs, N.J, 
1985, pp. 31-76 
 
Werhane, P. “Corporate and individual moral responsibility: A reply to jan Garrett”, Journal 
of Business Ethics, October 1989, Volume 8, Issue 10 
 
Young, IM, “Responsibility and Global Labor Justice”, The Journal of Political Philosopy, 
Vol. 12, Nov. 4, 2004 
 
Young, I.M. “Responsibility and Global Justice: A Social Connection Model”, Social 
Philosophy and Policy, 2006, Vol.23(1), pp.102-130 
 
 
Zwolinski, M. “Sweatshops, Choice, and Exploitation”, Business Ethics Quarterly 
Vol. 17, No. 4, Oct., 2007, pp. 689-727 
 
 
 
Internet sources: 
 
 
Bertucci, G and Alberti, A 
“Globalization and the Role of the State: Challenges and Perspectives” 
http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/un/unpan006225.pdf 
 
Bierce, A 
“The Devil's Dictionary”, July 26, 2008 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/972/972-h/972-h.htm 
 
Cotton Campaign.org 
“Review of the 2013 Cotton Harvest in Uzbekistan: State Forced-Labor System Continues” 
www.cottoncampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/2013CottonHarvest_end_report.pdf 
 
  43 
China Daily, World News, Asia-pacific 
“289 killed in Karachi factory fire in Pakistan”, updated: 2012-09-13 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2012-09/13/content_15754743.htm 
 
Climate Action in partnership with the United Nations Environment Program, “The 
importance of the Aalborg Commitments”, April 8, 2013 
http://www.climateactionprogramme.org/climate-case -
studies/the_importance_of_the_aalborg_commitments/ 
 
 
 
Daewoo International Corp 
“Company Response to the petition”, June 11, 2013 
http://www.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/company_responses/daewoo-re-ilrf-
petition-11-06-13.pdf 
 
 
Green America 
“Economic action to end sweatshops and forced child labor” 
http://www.greenamerica.org/programs/sweatshops/whattoknow.cfm 
 
 
H&M 
“Ethical Behavior”, Report 2013 
http://about.hm.com/en/About/sustainability/commitments/ethical-behaviour.html 
 
International Labor Organization 
“Origins and history”(1996-2014) 
http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/history/lang--en/index.htm 
 
Labor Rights.org 
“Sweatshops are the norm in the global apparel industry. We're standing up to change that”  
http://www.laborrights.org/industries/apparel 
 
 
National Bureau of Economic Research, “Moving up or moving out? Anti-Sweatshop activists 
and Labor Market outcomes”, May 2004 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w10492 
 
New York Times, September 12, 2012 
Authors: Z. ur-Rehman, D. Walsh, and S. Masood, “More Than 300 Killed in Pakistani 
Factory Fires”. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/13/world/asia/hundreds-die-in-factory-fires-in-
pakistan.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
 
OxfamNovib 
“Are your clothes made in sweatshops?” 
https://www.oxfam.org.au/explore/workers-rights/are-your-clothes-made-in-sweatshops/ 
 
 
  44 
Pugatch, T. 
“Historical Development of the Sweatshop” 
INTS 92: The Nike Seminar, April 30,1998 
http://www.unc.edu/~andrewsr/ints092/sweat.html 
Reuters 
“Obama oil spill commission's final report blames disaster on cost-cutting by BP and 
partners”, January 5, 2011 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/energy/oilandgas/8242557/Obama-oil-spill-
commissions-final-report-blames-disaster-on-cost-cutting-by-BP-and-partners.html 
Seedeen, R. 
“Bangladesh and the Ethics of Sweatshops” 
July 14, 2013 
http://www.inourworld.org/bangladesh-and-the-ethics-of-sweatshops.html 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
“International Distributive Justice”, October 24, 2013 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/international-justice/ 
 
Time.com, Feb. 12, 2014 
Author: Joseph Allchin, “In Bangladesh, Charging of Garment Factory Owner Spurs Hope of 
New Era of Accountability” 
http://time.com /6607/bangladesh-tazreen-factory-owner-charged/ 
 
United Nations 
“Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future”, 
1987 
http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf 
 
United Nations 
“Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, December 10, 1948 
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ 
 
United Nations Human Rights 
“International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights”, December 16, 1966 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx 
 
 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
“Sustainable Development Best Practices” (2000) 
http://www.wbcsd.org/publications-and-tools.aspx 
 
 
Yunus, M 
“After the Savar tragedy, time for an international minimum wage” 
The Guardian, May 12, 2013 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/may/12/savar-bangladesh-international-
minimum-wage 
 
  45 
 
   
 
 
 
Appendices 
 
 
Appendix 1: Articles about “sweatshops” and “child labor” in Major Newspapers from 1990-
1999 
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Appendix 2: Shareholders and citizens awareness of sustainability when introduced by 
corporate commitment 
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